The man's answer was simple. "I teach reading to young children. When a child struggles with his learning, is unable to focus on his lessons, and, as a result, may act out -I have a fish pond, and I use the fish to capture the interest of the child. I then get his attention and put him at ease until he is ready and able to learn to read."
This story takes up all of four lines in the printed Vilna edition of the Babylonian Talmud. Not a lot of space for a story of monumental significance. Who performed the miracle in this story? Not Rav, not the Amora who founded the Babylonian Academy of Sura, whose learning was legendary both in Babylonia and Israel.
Rather it was our anonymous teacher, who insisted upon the right of every child, rich and poor, easy to educate and more challenging to educate, who insisted on the right of every child to learn to read and to understand the texts sacred to his or her people -it is our unnamed teacher, who did what it took to capture the heart and the imagination of even the hardest-to-reach child, it is he whose prayers miraculously changed the course of nature, and rescued the people from distress.
Ruth Calderon offers her interpretation of this Talmudic story. She writes:
When God is distant, He withholds rain, and His thirsty children must try to penetrate the sealed skies. The sages of the Talmud are on the lookout for a man who will be able to break the vicious cycle of drought and divine withdrawal, to teach the God of dryness to be gentle. They seek a man who can bring down rain by redeeming God. A competition for this role sets in between a simple schoolteacher and Rav, an esteemed member of the rabbinic elite. The local scholars know Rav's limitations all too well: His name and his reputation stand in the way of any possibility for real efficacy. His mind is clouded by a preoccupation with such thoughts as "how do I compare with others" and "who could be greater than I am." Only failure will release him once and for all from these honor wars. In contrast, our teacher is It is instructive, in our story, how ego and status are unappreciated by the Talmudic text, and how it is humility, and out-of-the-limelight acts of kindness by one whose name, history never bothered to record, that saved the day, and indeed, the nation of Israel. So too, what my American colleagues cannot say this morning, but I will, one who proclaims that "I have a good brain," and one whose ultimate source of advice is himself, does not reflect a model of leadership that can lead a nation struggling on so many levels, to a better day.
Our story also teaches us the critical importance of offering that loving hand of support, of direction, to the weak, to those with disabilities, to those whom society, for whatever reason, has not favored. One who mocks those with disabilities, one who calls those who oppose him "losers," does not meet even the minimum standards reasonably expected of those qualified to lead.
The Jewish people knows, through its long and challenging history, what it means to be bullied, what it means to be considered losers, undesirable, unworthy of acceptance into the greater community. Maybe our Midrash, maybe our own experience teaches us that winning and losing are far from the be-all and end-all of existence. True, they may have their moments, but if winning and losing were the ultimate defining categories of the universe, well -for one, we wouldn't be here. Through most of history we could have been seen as the losers -as defeated, physically weak, small in number, homeless, downtrodden. We are here because, no matter what the outside world tried to tell us, we understood that staying power in history was determined not by one's momentary victories or defeats, but by one's core values, one's spirit, one's determination, one's faith.
Let's start with Jerusalem, the eternal capital of the Jewish people. Founded almost exactly the same time as Jerusalem was another capital of great significance, the city of Carthage, the center of the Phoenician empire, a world power of the midsecond millennium before the common era.
I have a question for you. When was the last time you visited Carthage? Probably not in the last two thousand-plus years, since it was destroyed. And we are able to visit Jerusalem as often as we wish. By all popular criteria, back some 2500 years or so, Carthage was the winner -it was powerful, its very name made people tremble. And Jerusalem was the so-called loser, a military afterthought, anything but the center of a feared empire. It was the tiny capital of a tiny people.
But Jerusalem was founded on eternal values. The ‫,ארון‬ the Holy Ark was its center.
Torah was its charter. It was destined to remain a Jewish city throughout the millennia, even when subjugated to foreign rule. Its Jewish presence, its Jewish heart, its Jewish population was always there.
In the world of the year 800 BCE, two cities come to mind, Carthage and Jerusalem.
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weak, and economically irrelevant religious center. Interestingly, both of those cities would come into conflict with Rome towards the end of that millennium. Both would suffer military defeat and experience the flames of Roman destruction. But only one would prove to be indestructible. Only one had the potential to overcome its adversaries, to survive, albeit tattered, albeit bereft, into eternity.
Going back some 2000 years, to the period of Rome's preeminence, reminds us that we were not perceived as history's winners of those days either. One need not be a world-class military historian to realize that the Jews were no match for the powerful Romans.
But let me ask you another question. How often, today, do you hear Latin spoken?
In how many countries is Latin the official language? How many people speak it in the streets of the world? How many daily newspapers are published in Latin? How many popular novels are written or translated into Latin today? Latin is the world's pre-eminent dead language. So dead that it is no longer used it in regular Catholic worship.
But look at Hebrew. Always studied, always revered, always read, the Jewish language of prayer, of sacred text. It was in 1881 that Eliezer ben Yehuda stepped off the boat that brought him and his family to the land of Israel, and told his family how, from that moment forward, they would speak only Hebrew, a language that had not been spoken since Biblical times. As a result, today, for millions, Hebrew is 
the surface strength of a people, a person, makes the ultimate difference, something that we Jews, the inheritors of Jerusalem, the preservers of the Hebrew language, understand very well.
Such is the message conveyed in this morning's Haftarah reading. The story of
Hannah is the story of one perceived in her time, and in her own mind as a loser, having had to endure childlessness in a society and in an age when a woman's worth was measured solely in her ability to bear children, and having had to endure the taunts of Peninah, her husband's other wife, who had successfully borne several children. The words came from her heart, only her lips moved, her voice was not heardactions misunderstood by Eli, but understood by our sages, who recognized that
Hannah was on to something -that the ideal way to daven, to pray, is to articulate the words in a very soft voice. God does not need us to shout, He hears our silent prayer, and that our prayer must be heartfelt, reflective of kavannah, of feeling, of
Hannah, initially misunderstood as a "loser," a poor, unhappy, childless woman, ends us the singular force who taught us how to daven, and showed us how the very act of prayer could become the antidote against despair, and help us fashion our roadmap to a better day.
Finally, a reflection on Shimon Peres, whose death last week saddens us as we enter a new year. Twenty years ago, at the annual convention of Israel's Labor party, after having lost three elections, and until that time, the only Labor leader ever to have lost an election, Shimon Peres made the mistake of posing a rhetorical question before an angry, frustrated audience. His words: "They say I am a loser. Am I a loser?" And the audience resoundingly responded: "Yes."
Yet this man, the last of the founding generation of Israel's leaders, so often faced with defeat, with humiliation, with biting criticism -today, is so deeply mourned throughout Israel, throughout the Jewish world, and throughout the world at large, by friends, and even, in some cases, by supposed enemies. So profound was his passing felt on a global level, that U.S. President Obama ordered all flags on government buildings to be lowered to half-staff, until sunset this past Friday, the day of the funeral.
Without question, notwithstanding his failures as a politician, his career was impressive, and critical to Israel's emergence as a strong, vibrant entity. Among his accomplishments, the founding of Israel's Navy, Israel's armament industry, Israel's nuclear development, the spearheading of the rescue at Entebbe as Minister of Defense, the rescue of Ethiopian Jewry, and the groundwork leading to Israel's primary position today in high-tech research and development; his career culminating in a highly successful term as President of the State of Israel.
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Peres did not achieve the popularity that his resume should have merited. But that didn't deter him one iota. Call him a loser, criticize his determined efforts to reconcile with the Palestinians, minimalize his enormous contributions to the state -none of that mattered, he would not be deterred. The dreamer in a better future for Israel and her neighbors, for Jews world-wide would not relinquish his dream.
Herzl's adage ‫אגדה-‬ ‫זו‬ ‫אין‬ ‫תרצו,‬ ‫-אם‬ if you want something badly enough, it will not be fantasy, you will make it real -was for Shimon Peres, a core belief. Your land, ‫ָך‬ ֶּֽ ֶ ‫יר‬ ‫עִ‬ ‫לְ‬ ‫שֹׂון‬ ‫ְשָׂ‬ ‫ו‬ -gladness to Your city. The righteous who witness this will rejoice, the truly good people in our world will be glad, ‫ילּו‬ ֶּֽ ‫ָגִ‬ ‫י‬ ‫ָה‬ ‫נ‬ ִ ‫ר‬ ‫בְ‬ ‫ים‬ ִ ‫יד‬ ‫סִ‬ ‫ַחֲ‬ ‫ו‬ -those of faith will celebrate with song."
